A s the challenging years of the new millennium begin, it is more important than ever to have a sense of direction and purpose. New forces in the internal and external environments in which occupational and environmental health nurses practice requires use of techniques that promote efficiency and effectiveness (White , 1999) . A thoughtfully developed strategic plan can provide the roadmap to guide occupational health nurses and the organizations they manage along the path to business success .
Planning is not a new skill for nurses. On the contrary, planning is an essential dimension of the nursing process and one mastered by most nurses in their earliest educational and practice experiences. Planning is especially critical in the specialty of occupational health nursing in which time and resources are limited and the nurse is held accountable for promoting the health of employees while contributing to the company "bottom line."
Strategic planning is simply a formalized version of the same concept practiced well by occupational and environmental health nurse s. It defines the actions necessary to achieve an ultimate outcome, the resources required, and the markers of successful completion. Many nurses work in corporations where strategic planning is an ongoing process and they should take the opportunity to participate just as any other business unit. When strategic planning is not an expectation, the nurse can demonstrate initiative and motivation by suggesting it as a useful tool.
Who should participate in strategic planning ? The answer is everyone who has a role in ensuring the business is a success. Because most work is accomplished directly or indirectly by groups. the team approach usually results in a plan that is comprehensive and reflective of a broad range of perspectives. The use of techniques such as brainstorming allows members to generate ideas and solutions leading to a creative and exciting strategic plan.
A key component for successful strategic planning is management commitment. The team is well served by gaining support for not only the process of strategic planning, but also the focus and expected outcomes. A tip for drawing in management is to solicit input and involve higher level managers in articulating the vision and goals of strategic planning. To keep them involved, the nurse needs to send regular updates and progress reports as the plan evolves.
When should strategic planning occur ? Strategic planning is a continuous process marked by intermittent review and modifications. Changes should be made in the plan to reflect new directions, completion of action items, or progress toward meeting a goal. A systematic review of the strategic plan should occur at least annually and more often if significant changes occur in the organization, the industry, or the environment. It is important to maintain a record of modifications made to the plan. This documentation becomes part of the history of the company and often provides information necessary to keep the process of strategic planning on track and moving in the desired direction.
THE ELEMENTS OF A STRATEGIC PLAN
The foundation of a succe ssful strategic plan is the overarching vision of the leadership for an organization or company (see Figure I ). Similar to the military or sports worlds, the highest commander or coach sets expectations for the troops or the team by establishing the general direction or vision . Other members of the organization take that vision and operationalize it through the process of strategic planning.
Goals are those concepts that convert the vision into workable ideas. They are the stated (sometimes lofty) intentions that help set targets and establish high level direction. Like the goals set by individuals for personal and professional development, they often are more qualitative than quantitative in nature . Examples of goals for an occupational health service may be: • To decrease the number of OSHA recordable injuries for the year. • To maintain competitive costs of providing services to customers. • To provide the highest quality health services to employees. • To improve customer satisfaction.
Goals may be long term or short term. In fact, most companies will have goals, such as cost containment or improved quality, that are part of every strategic plan and are measured in both the near and distant future. Because strategic planning is a continuous effort, having goals measured at different intervals is nat-ural and contributes to the dynamic nature of strategic planning. Organizational goals may be established well in advance of strategic planning, thus giving the nurse a head start on the process. Having access to corporate vision statements and goals provides an excellent foundation for strategic planning.
Objectives define the activities necessary to accomplish goals. If goals tum the vision into ideas, then objectives transform ideas into action . Objectives must be measurable , realistic , time related, and mutually agreed on by team members. Most important, objectives must be stated clearly to eliminate ambiguity or the possibility of differing interpretations.
This often is the section of the strategic plan developed by individuals or smaller groups to specify how they will contribute to actualizing the corporate vision and accomplishing company goals. For example, if a goal for a company division is to control operating costs, the objective for a nurse may be to reduce expenses related to training by 20%.
Action items provide the details for meeting strategic plan objectives. Examples of action items related to the objective stated above may be to: • Conduct a market survey of training materials available commercially. • Investigate the cost of in house desktop publishing to develop training materials. • Get prices from vendors to provide train the trainer education to team leaders. • Consult with local universities about training opportunities offered to other companies. The strategic plan then specifies who is responsible for accomplishing each action, when completion is expected, what it will take in terms of resources, and when it will be reviewed . By moving from the macro level of goals to the micro level of actions, the nurse is able to be explicit about the what, how, when, and who related to accomplishing the task.
The strategic plan itself is a working document. While all members have a responsibility for participating in generating and managing the document. it is critical that responsibility for maintaining it be assigned to a member or members of the team. The use of a common worksheet (see Figure 2) helps team members stay abreast of changes and share information that may impact strategic planning . An electronic version of the worksheet ensures changes are made in a consistent, timely manner and that each team member has the most recent copy. It also facilitates communication among members of the group or with other individuals from whom input is required. plan by following three important guidelines (Haag, 1999) : • Know and be consistent with conditions in the competitive environment. • Be realistic in estimating and assigning internal resources such as staff and funding. • Follow up to ensure individuals responsible for action items are executing their assignments.
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STRATEGIC PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE
As discussed, the strategic planning process is an exercise building on the foundation or vision established for an organization. It is an opportunity to be involved and participate in the success of the business in a tangible way. While strategic planning is not an easy task, it is one that can be very valuable in establishing direction and measuring the contribution made by the occupational health service. Occupational health nurse managers and practitioners will find the process useful in meeting the challenge of providing quality employee health services in a manner well aligned with corporate vision and goals.
